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The world is an increasingly dangerous place, not because man has a greater propensity 

for violence than ever before but because he has a greater capability. As bows gave way to 

gunpowder and chemical bombs gave way to nuclear ones, the damage caused by war 

skyrocketed, both in blood and treasure. In a previous paper we have examined the relationship 

between Islam and war and in a future paper we will examine the relationship between Hinduism 

and war. Understanding Hinduism and its Military Ethos by R. K. Nehra is part of that task. 

Biographical and Historical Information 

Hinduism and its Military Ethos, written by R. K. Nehra, provides a helpful and wide 

ranging overview of Hinduism and discusses the military history of India in light of the 

importance of non-violence (ahimsa) in the culture. R. K. Nehra is a retired Air Marshal of the 

Indian Air Force, a three-star general equivalent rank. As such he is very qualified to discuss 

military matters. He considers himself “not a man of religion” but an unprofessional student of 

Hinduism. Therefore he seems less qualified to speak definitively on that topic. However, the 

scope of Hinduism and its Military Ethos is such that few people could be expert enough in 

history, Hinduism and military science to write a more definitive text.  

Summary of the Book 

Nehra’s thesis is that India is a powerful state and Hinduism a martial religion. It is only 

due to misunderstandings that the Hindus have been weak and oppressed for much of the past 
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1000 years. These misinterpretations of Hinduism are responsible for India’s past subjugation 

and current weakness. 

Nehra divides his work into six sections, the first of which is a summary of world 

religions. He shows his secular philosophical bias on the first page, stating that “as soon as man’s 

food and shelter needs were met, he started looking for some sort of supernatural power.”1 

Despite this underpinning, the author displays a nationalistic pride in Hinduism, calling it the 

first formal religion developed by mankind, and the Rig Veda the first religious book.  

Hinduism and its Military Ethos dates Hinduism from 4000-3000 BC and Judaism from 2000 

BC. Major religions are divided into two groups, those born in India (Hinduism, Buddhism, 

Jainism) and those of Judaic origin (Judaism, Christianity, Islam). Buddhism is focused on 

sorrow and suffering in the world, and man’s attempts to escape it. The answer is found neither 

in ease nor in religious ascetism, but in nonviolence (ahimsa) and the renunciation of desire.  

Nehra writes that Jainism began in the 6th century BC. Jains would argue that their 

founder, Vardhaman Mahavira (599-527 BC), was merely the last in a long line of 

“fordmakers”.2 Jains attempt to achieve freedom from rebirth (moksha) by austerities and self-

mortification such as renouncing worldly goods and violence of all types. The author argues that 

the nonviolent influences of Buddhism and Jainism have infiltrated Hinduism, making Hinduism 

more pacifist than it naturally is or should be.    

Sikhism, founded by Guru Nanak in the 15th century AD, is a monotheistic faith 

combining elements of Hinduism, Buddhism and Islam. Their holy book is the Adi Granth, 

containing thousands of sayings and songs which are recited in worship. Sikh physical identity is 

                                                           
1 Nehra, 3. 

 
2 Paul Dundas, The Jains, 2nd ed., Library of Religious Beliefs and Practices (London: Routledge, 2002), 

19. 
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formed by kesh (long hair), kanga (comb), kachha (underwear), kirpan (sword), and kara (iron 

bracelet). Since Guru Govind Singh (1666-1708) they have considered themselves a martial race. 

Nehra approves of the warlike nature of the Sikhs and would like to see the Hindus regain their 

martial spirit.  

The author contrasts the middle class origins of the founders of the “Judaic religions” 

with the royal origins of the Hindu avatars (incarnations) and the founders of Buddhism and 

Jainism. He notes how extraordinary it was that Jesus founded a major world religion in three 

years while founders of other faiths required a lifetime to do the same. Nehra notes the five 

pillars of Islam (Shahada - creed, Salat - prayers, Zakat - alms, Sawm - fasting, Haj – pilgrimage 

to Mecca), the Koran, and the split into the Shia and Sunni sects.  

Though a Hindu apologist, Nehra emphasizes Jerusalem as the holiest the most contested 

site, in the world. He puzzles about why Hinduism remained largely confined to the Bharat 

(India) despite starting three to four millennia earlier, while Christianity and Islam spread 

everywhere in the world. Nehra’s explanation is that Christianity is simple enough for people of 

below average intelligence to understand, and Islam is even simpler.     

The summary of Hinduism in Hinduism and its Military Ethos is helpful, especially to a 

non-Hindu. Hinduism is diverse, without a core set of beliefs consistent among Hindus, unlike 

Christianity, Islam, and Buddhism. There are polytheistic schools, monotheistic schools, 

pantheistic schools, and even atheistic schools. For most of history the primary mark of being a 

Hindu was accepting the caste system. Nehra provides a simple and reasonably accurate topical 

discussion of Hinduism, including characters (devas – gods, asuras – anti-gods, rakshasas-ogres, 

apsaras-nymphs, and ghandharvas-centaurs). He covers religious literature such as sruti (revealed 

– Vedas, Upanishads, Brahmanas, Aranyakas) and smrti (remembered – Ramayana, Mahabharta 
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including Bhagwad Gita, Puranas, Sutras, Shastras, Tantras, Darshanas). Writing to an English-

speaking audience, the author explains Hindu godhood and concepts of creation.  

Nehra introduced Manu as the first man, the rough equivalent of Adam for Jews, 

Christians and Muslims. All Hindus are considered to be his children, and several Manus appear 

in Hindu literature over the millennia.3 The first Manu appears in the Hindu version of the flood, 

similar to the Hebrew Noah and the Sumerian Gilgamesh. The Law of Manu forms the basis for 

subsequent Hindu jurisprudence over the millennia, although certain parts such as rules about 

women have been fiercely criticized in the modern era. The author closes the overview of 

Hinduism with miscellany including the churning of the ocean, astrology, castes, and the 

Untouchables.   

Having described Hinduism, Nehra argues that tolerance and non-violence (ahimsa) are 

actually Buddhist, not Hindu, concepts.4 The epics, Ramayana and Mahabharta, glorify and even 

command violence. Members of the second highest caste, the Kshatriya, are specifically 

commanded to defend their lands and subdue those around them by any means necessary.5 

Tolerance, likewise, is eschewed in Hinduism, with the central message of the Bhagwad Gita 

being to fight injustice or assault on your values.6 The author proudly relates Hindus refusal to 

become Muslims, even when the latter conquered their lands, as well as Hindu resistance to the 

material temptations and military might of Christianity.  

Nehra relates the sad history of Indian subjection to make his point that these 

misunderstandings of Hinduism have been disastrous. He briefly covers the Indian Empires 

                                                           
3 Nehra, 172. 

 
4 Nehra, 265. 

 
5 Nehra, 227. 

 
6 Nehra, 231. 
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(Mauryan and Gupta) but notes that non-Hindus (Greeks, Persians, Arabs, Turks, and British) 

have generally lorded over the Indian people. Even after Indian independence in 1947, their 

armed forces fought poorly against the Chinese (1962) and other opponents.7  

The author mentions recent evidence of Indian confusion regarding what Hinduism 

actually is and what Bharat can actually do. He feels that the Buddhist influence in Hinduism has 

sapped the Indian will to victory.8 Finally, he completes his work with a call to reform Hinduism 

to allow India to take its place among the leading nations of the world, but seems to despair of 

his countrymen actually taking his advice.  

Critical Analysis 

Nehra’s treatment of the Abrahamic religions is less knowledgeable than that of the 

Indian faiths and these sections are understandably shorter. He characterizes all descendants of 

Isaac as “Jews” even though Isaac’s firstborn son Esau gave rise to the Edomites and his second 

son Jacob had twelve boys, the term Jew deriving from only one of them, Judah. A better term 

for the early descendants of Abraham would be Hebrews, which is what the Bible calls them.  

Hinduism and its Military Ethos makes some factual errors when discussing Christianity.  

Nehra argues that “Christians indulged in the mass slaughter of the Jews, whenever the 

opportunity presented itself”.9 As nicely as that view may conform to an anti-Christian secular 

narrative, and while there were episodes of persecution by Jews toward Christians and vice 

versa, by and large the two groups lived in peace for centuries. Many Christians persecuted Jews 

during the Crusades, but even then many Christians tried to protect, not massacre, the sons of 

                                                           
7 Nehra, 342. 

 
8 Nehra, 424. 

 
9 Nehra, 18. 
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Judah.  The author’s reflection of Islam is divided. On one hand he speaks of the bitterness of 

Muslim oppression10 and on the other how “Islam is a religion of love.”11  

Nehra is Machiavellian when he writes that it is not truth (satya) that wins; whatever wins 

becomes the truth (satya).12 Along the same lines, he believes that India should follow the 

ancient dicta on Chanakya in Arthshastra:13 

1. If a ruler is weak, conciliate 

2. If a ruler is strong, assault 

3. If a ruler is uncertain about the balance of power, bribe 

4. At all times, use deceit to destroy enemies through internal disorder.  

From a political standpoint, Nehra argues that though India must maintain civilian control 

over the military, but that government officials should essentially provide resources and then step 

out of the way to let the generals run things.14 This position is ill-advised. The experience of 

Abraham Lincoln in the Civil War, Franklin Roosevelt in the Second World War, and their 

contrast with Lyndon Johnson in Vietnam, suggests that war is indeed too important to be left to 

the generals.15 Nehra succumbs to racism when he states “in the level of performance, no soldier 

in the world can measure up to the Indian soldier.”16 He encourages war-mindedness, even to the 

point of saying that India should have invaded and conquered Afghanistan.17 

                                                           
10 Nehra, 381. 

 
11 Nehra, 237. 

 
12 Nehra, 241. 

 
13 Nehra, 262. 

 
14 Nehra, 332. 

 
15 Eliot A. Cohen, Supreme Command: Soldiers, Statesmen, and Leadership in Wartime (New York: 

Anchor Books, 2003), 54.  

 
16 Nehra, 337, 342. 
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To his credit, the author notes that an army is intended to win wars, not to serve as a 

platform for social experimentation.18 Unlike many of his contemporaries, Nehra is able to see 

some of the benefits that accrued to India from British colonialism. These include the English 

language, a high regard for the military, and secular thinking. He channels political thinkers from 

Chanakya to Palmerston when he says that “friends are temporary; national interests are 

permanent.”19 He questions the wisdom of essentially unrestricted immigration policies.20 

The book repeats itself far too often, even using exact phrases over and over again. The 

book is not well written and the author is clearly a non-native English speaker, but Hinduism and 

its Military Ethos is understandable nonetheless. This book is useful for a very specialized 

audience, Indian military officers who want an explanation of why India has suffered. It has 

limited appeal outside this group. The printing and binding are adequate but remind me of books 

available at street corner shops in the developing world.  

Conclusion 

Hinduism and its Military Ethos is an interesting book covering a very specialized 

subject. Nehra’s summary of Hinduism is useful and many of his points are well taken. His 

hypothesis, that misinterpretations of Hinduism were responsible for India’s past subjugation and 

current weakness, is weakly supported by his book. Given my interest in the military, in science, 

and in religion, I enjoyed the book. I will keep it on my shelf primarily for its semi-systematic 

summary of Hinduism. Given its specialized focus, literary weaknesses and one-sided 

perspective, I suspect that most others probably would not enjoy this work.   

                                                                                                                                                                                           
 

17 Nehra, 421. 

 
18 Nehra, 356. 

 
19 Nehra, 370. 

 
20 Nehra, 382. 


